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PSYCHOLOGY IN COMMUNIST CHINA 


YOU-YUH KUO! 
Ball State University 


Communist psychologists seek a psychological basis of com- 
munism. Psychology is defined as the brain’s reflection of reality, 
determined by the contradictions that exist in objective reality and 
the ideology of the social class to which the individual belongs. 
Western social psychology is blamed for helping the capitalists 
to suppress the workers’ class struggle. There is nationwide re- 
search on child development with EEG, initiated by the Chinese 
‘Psychological Society, rather than intelligence tests used to study 
the development of brain function. Piaget’s theory is used to study 
the cognitive development of Chinese children. Traditional Chinese 
interest in moral development is also emphasized in the research. 


Since the fall of the Chinese mainland in 1949, psychology in Com- 
munist China has been overhauled. The Communist psychologists use 
the term “practice” instead of “self-realization,” “contradiction” instead 
of “conflict,” or “disequilibrium” and “labor” psychology instead of “in- 
dustrial” psychology. Traditional Western influence in Chinese psy- 
chology is tapering off; a psychology based on dialectical materialism 
is gradually taking its place. All these changes in psychology in China 
are relatively unknown to American psychologists. 


Since there is no direct contact between these countries to ex- 
change points of view in psychology, it would seem important to intro- 
duce the theory and the development of psychology in Communist 
China with emphasis on the differences between the Western and 
Communist Chinese Psychology. The research and professional organ- 
izations will also be introduced for those Western psychologists who 
want to understand their functions and would like to make contact with 
them. In order to be as objective as possible, the writer will try to use a 
descriptive technique in writing and will make no comments on any part 
of the theory or practices. 


RESEARCH ACTIVITIES 


In the United States the professional journals have their special 
areas of interest and concentration and publish manuscripts that fit into 


‘Reprint requests may be obtained from the author, Department of Educational Psychology, Ball 
State University, Mnucie, Indiana 47306. 
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their publication program. In China a research paper in social science 
can be published in a comprehensive journal or magazine such as 
Scholastic Studies, which contains articles dealing with social sciences, 
poetry, arts, theory of music, etc. This kind of practice makes it difficult 
to give a comprehensive report about the psychological research ac- 
tivities in Communist China. However, in an address given to the 1963 
Annual Meeting of the Chinese Psychological Society (CPS), Tsao 
Jih-chang (1964) reported that there were more than 300 psychological 
research papers published in various journals from 1963 to 1964. The 
statistical data of Columns 1 and 2 in Table 1 are taken from Tsao’s ad- 
dress. Column 1 shows the number of articles in each field published in 


Table 1 

Areas of Interest in Research Activities from 1960 to May 1966 

Areas Article in Papers presented Articles 

ASP (1960-63) to 1963 CPS Annual 1964-66 

Meeting in APS 
Theory 13 12 8 
Methodology 2 3 5 
Research Equipment 1 0 2 
Psychological History 9 5 1 
Psychological Processes 20 16 22 
Individuality * 1 2 1 
Child Psychology 21 59 32 
Animal Psychology 2 1 1 
Educational Psychology 21 94 27 
Labor Psychology 13 1 7 
Medical Psychology 13 9 4 
Physiological Psychology 10 2 2 
Total 126 203 112 


*Tsao used the word “individuality” in his abstract (written in English) to mean 
“individual difference.” 


Acta Psychologia Sinica (APS) from 1960 to 1964. Column 2 shows the 
number of research papers in each field presented at the 1963 annual 
meeting. Based upon the same classification by Tsao, the writer analyzed 
the content of each article in the APS from 1964 to the fall of 1966 and 
presents the statistics in the third column of Table 1. Since the Proletar- 
ian Cultural Revolution in the fall of 1966, some book dealers and uni- 
versities in the United States no longer receive professional journals from 
Communist China; therefore, no data are obtained after that year. 


Table 1 shows the following characteristics of psychological re- 
search in Communist China: (a) The development of research in various 
fields is extremely uneven. Most of the articles deal with child and edu- 
cational psychology. (b) No research is done in the field of social psy- 
chology, but some theoretical discussions of social psychology are in- 
cluded in the category of “Theory.” (c) The field of individuality is 
neglected. (d) The term “Labor Psychology” is used instead of “Indus- 
trial Psychology” to emphasize the role of labor instead of industrial pro- 
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duction. (€) The term “Medical Psychology” includes both abnormal 
psychology ard clinical psychology. 


Since there are a number of articles dealing with psychological 
theory and child psychology, the writer will give a broad view of the 
development of these two fields at this time. Although there is no re- 
search article on social psychology published in APS (as Communist 
China is noted for its techniques in controlling crowds and remodeling 
thought), the development of social psychology in Communist China 
deserves some attention. 


THE FORMATION OF A PSYCHOLOGY OF CONTRADICTIONS 


In order to understand the psychology of contradiction in Commun- 
ist China, it is necessary to give a brief historical background of the 
theory. The Chinese traditionally think dialectically. The ancient Chin- 
ese philosophers consider that opposition exists everywhere in the uni- 
verse and that there is a certain kind of function which results in the 
synthesis of contrary systems to form an integrated unity. According 
to Lao-tzu, nature keeps a proper balance in all its working. If any 
activity moves to an extreme in one direction, sooner or later a change 
occurs to swing it back toward the opposite. Lao-tzu calls this principle 
the way of reversion. 


This thinking has influenced Jungian psychology and probably also 
Hegel’s and Marx’s philosophies. Jung discovered the self from Eastern 
philosophy and characterized it “as a kind of compensation for the con- 
flict between inside and outside [Jung, 19538, pp. 237-238].” 


Mao Tze-tung used dialectical thinking to solve some political and 
social problems. In his famous speech on contradiction, he concluded: 


According to dialectical materialism, contradiction exists in 
all objective things and subjective thought and runs through all 
processes from beginning to end; this is the universality and ab- 
soluteness of contradiction. Contradictory things and each of their 
aspects have respectively their features; this is the particularity 
and relativity of contradiction. Contradictory things, according 
to specific conditions, are characterized by identity, and conse- 
quently can coexist in an entity and transform themselves each 
into its opposite; this again is the particularity and relativity of 
contradiction. But the struggle within the contradiction is cease- 
less, and goes on when the opposites coexist as well as when they 
are transforming themselves into each other, especially in the 
later case; this again is the universality and absoluteness of 
contradiction [Mao, 1960]. 


He considered the Jaw of the contradiction in things as the law of 
the unity of opposites. But instead of seeing the harmonious part of 
unity, he emphasized the struggle aspect of the juxtaposition of op- 
posites. His theory of contradiction was used by some psychologists to 
interpret psychological phenomena such as motivation and perception. 
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Since psychology is defined as “the brain’s reflection of reality, it is 
determined by the objective reality [Tsao, 1959],” the contradictions that 
exist in objective reality are reflected in the human psyche. This does 
not mean that the human psyche passively reflects reality. According to 
dialectical materialism, psychological phenomena, like material pheno- 
mena, have their own internal and particular contradictions. Reflection 
of reality is also determined by the human psyche. Based upon this 
rationalization, Chu Chih-hsien (1962) outlined some principles of in- 
ternal contradiction in the human psyche: 

1. Subjective and objective contradictions are the direct 
causes of psychological contradictions. The human brain does not 
mechanically reflect the objective contradictions. In the process of 
practice, the individual changes the objective world as he de- 
velops his subjective cognition; on the other hand, the newly 


changed objective world sets forth a new demand to change the 
individual’s subjective world. Therefore, such a cycle of “ob- 


jectivity — subjectivity — objectivity” always from lower level 
to higher level, brings forth the process of psychological contra- 
diction. 


2. The reflection of the objective process is a part of psycho- 
logical contradiction. It always takes the form of demands (such 
as tasks, problems, and difficulties, etc.) which become new 
psychological needs when they reflect on the subjective part of 
human psyche. It means that society has some demands for the 
individual. When individuals reflect (or “perceive” — the American 
psychological term) those social demands, then the social de- 
mands may become (or are internalized as) the subjective needs. 
In this situation, there is an identity between objective and sub- 
jective contradictions. 

3. The individual’s level of cognition and individual qualities 
which are shaped during past practice (means past experience) 
constitute the subjective phase. The individual’s subjective phase 
is always the old and steady part of psychological contradiction. 
When the environment is constant, the subjective internal phase 
and the reflection of the objective process are in balance. When 
the environment is changed, contradiction between these two as- 
pects arises and a new subjective phase replaces the old one. 

4. In the process of practicing the contradiction between 
subjectivity and objectivity, the reflection of objective process and 
subjective internal phase are coexistent but in conflict. The struggle 
and identity of these two aspects constitute the individual’s in- 
ternal contradiction. Such a contradiction is also the internal and 
dynamic force for change. 


Generally speaking, the objective reality is continuously changing 
and confronts the individual with new demands and problems. Hence, 
contradiction always exists between the self and the objective reality. 
In order to unite the contradiction, the individual either changes him- 
self or adjusts to the reality, changes the reality, or changes both. This 
theory sounds like Piaget’s theory of intelligence, which maintains that 
intelligence is the balance of assimilation and accommodation. It also 
sounds like various consistency theories, such as Herder’s Balance 
Theory, Festinger’s cognitive disonance, and Osgood’s congruity vs. in- 
congruity. But the individual will never be able to maintain a complete 
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and permanent balance. Since the objective reality is dynamic, it always 
has demands on the individual; therefore, a new contradiction between 
reflection of objective reality and subjective internal phase emerges. Such 
a periodicity of contradition is the dynamic of personality.” 


THE CLASS NATURE? OF PSYCHOLOGY 


There are some hot debates among Communist psychologists con- 
cerning the role of class nature in psychology. Tsao Jih-chang, the vice 
president of the Chinese Psychological Society, considers that psychology 
should study the common laws and principles which underlie behavior, 
especially the biological and physiological bases of behavior (Tsao, 1959). 
Although he recognizes the importance ot individuality and class nature 
because they are all the reflections of living conditions, he also states 
that there are common laws in psychology which are true for all indi- 
viduals in different social classes. He says that “In class society, the in- 
dividual’s character is a concrete representation of class nature of the 
individual ..... The individual's reflection of natural phenomena and 
the mastery of knowledge and techniques are conditioned by his purpose 
and interests influenced by his social class, but the process itself of 
reflecting natural phenomena mastering knowledge and techniques does 
not necessarily differ between social classes [Tsao, 1965].” 


Tsao’s point of view on the role of class nature in psychology is 
under heavy attack by some psychologists and students in psychology. 
In a paper written by the students in the Department of Education in 
the class of 1964 at Ho-Pei University, the authors do not agree with 
Tsao on the view that individuality and class nature are the reflections 
of living conditions. They consider social class as the individual’s refer- 
ence group which imposes upon him certain attitudes, values and inter- 
ests which he is currently holding in his group life: 


In class society, each individual belongs to a certain class, 
his thinking has the color of class. The objective objects and events 
are complex, and various, each object has different aspects and 
different associations. The people of different social classes may 
view them from different angles and make various associations 
according to their own class benefit. From the beginning of re- 
flection, each individual understands and explains objects and 
events with the glasses of (his) social class, thus advancing his 
knowledge from the perceptual to the rational and bringing forth 
ideas and theories that reflect his social class. In turn, he uses 
different attitudes to deal with objective events. Psychological 
reflection itself is of class in nature [The students of 1964 class 
of the Department of Education, Ho-Pei University, 1966]. 


This class of students concludes that class nature is fundamental 
and substantial, while common laws in psychology are phenomenal and 


2For an interesting comparison of Chu’s theory of contradiction, Emerson’s theory of homeostasis, 

and Langer’s theory of disequilibrium, the reader should consult Emerson’s ‘‘Homeostasis and 

Comparison of Systems,” in Toward a Unified Theory of Human Behavior, R. R. Grinker (Ed.), 

New York: Basic Books, 1956; and Langer’s ‘‘Disequilibrium as a source of Development,” in 

it ah H. aban et al., Trends and Issues in Developmental Psychology, New York: Holt, Rinehart, 
inston, : 


3 This term means that people in each social class have a specific nature. 
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superficial. Therefore, individuality is the individual's reflection of class 
nature, Tsao, the editor of APS, has as yet made no public comments 
and no replies to this attack. 


According to Chu Tsu-hsiang (1965), some personality characteristics 
are shaped by class consciousness and the process of participating class 
struggle. Collectivism is the main personality characteristic of the prole- 
tarian class and is formed through class struggle. Individualism and 
egoism are the personality characteristics of the capitalistic class. The 
proletarian people are generally honest, hard working, and not afraid of 
self-criticism, while the people of the capitalistic class are generally lazy, 
false, and flattering. Chu (1965) concludes that the human psyche is 
basically a psyche of social class, but this does not mean that all psy- 
chological processes such as rote memory, sensation, color and depth 
perceptions are influenced by social class. 


Because of the social aspect of personality, some psychologists con- 
sider that social class analysis should be used as one of the methods in 
psychological study (Li, 1966), and the principle of class analysis must 
be applied in the research on the psychology of moral education (Shihma, 
1965). 


TOWARD A PROLETARIAN SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY 


Western social psychology is under heavy attack by some Chinese 
theorists, for they consider its aim is to help the capitalists suppress 
the workers’ class struggle and achieve unity with the laborers by 
emphasizing the value of human nature (such as Cooley, 1901), con- 
sciousness of kind (Gidding’s theory, 1896), imitation (Baldwin, 1911), 
sympathy, form of suggestion, cooperation, etc. All of these are the 
values of the middle and upper classes, not of the laboring class. The 
“capitalist social psychologists’ emphasize mutual living and mutual 
contact in the formation of personality in order to make the laboring 
class people obey the laws of the capitalist society. They condemn the 
crowd, considering the crowd impulsive, intolerant, lacking clear judg- 
ment, etc. Social psychology in the capitalist countries is to help control 
the crowd; therefore it is to serve the interest of capitalism (Chen, 


1965). 


In his “Critique on Some Problems of Social Psychology,” Hsin 
Chih-hau (1966) heavily criticizes Krech and Crutchfield’s “Theory 
and Problems of Social Psychology” and Dennis and others’ “Current 
Trends in Socia] Psychology” because they proposed programs for pre- 
venting wars that would make the United States become the leader of 
the world by intervening in the internal affairs of other countries. Krech 
and Crutchfield (1948, pp. 586-600) also proposed a program for factory 
managers to eliminate conflict between the laborer and the factory 
owner. This program is actually “to iron out the class struggle, to 
diminish the proletarian’s fighting will for revolution, and to sacrifice 
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the proletarian basic profits in order to meet the need of capitalists 
[Hsin, 1966].” 


Western social psychology is considered to be a pseudo-science by 
the Chinese Communist psychologists. Chinese Communist psychologists 
want to work toward a social psychology for the proletarian class. So 
far there have been no research articles dealing with social psychology 
in the Acta Psychclogia Sinica since 1960. However, from the evidence 
of the way the Communist motivates and controls the crowd, remodels 
the intellectuals, and changes the peoples traditional way of thinking 
in a short period, we have to believe that the Chinese Communists do 
have their own social psychology that they have learned from experience. 
For the basic theory and techniques of Communist social psychology, 
one should read Mao Tze-tung’s articles entitled “On Contradiction 
(1960),” “On practice (1962),” and Robert J. Lifton’s book, Thought Re- 
form and the Psychology of Totalism: A Study of Brainwashing in China 
(1961). 


RESEARCH TRENDS IN CHILD PSYCHOLOGY 


There is considerable interest in the study of mental abilities and 
moral development in Communist China. Researchers consider Western 
intelligence tests biased and invalid. Since psychology is defined as the 
brain’s reflection of objective reality and is determined by objective 
reality, the study of intelligence should be based on the functioning of 
the brain. In an electroencephalographic study of 1800 normal and 
mentally retarded children from 4 to 20 years old, Liu and Wu (1962) 
found that the development and maturation of the cerebral cortex fol- 
lows the circuit order of “occipital-temporal-parietal-frontal.” The occip- 
ital region reaches its maturity at the age of 9, the temporal region at 
11, and the whole cortex at about 13 or 14. The development of EEG 
pattern is gradual and consecutive, but not linear. Two periods of ac- 
celeration are noted between 5 and 6 years, and 13 or 14 years. They 
discovered the phenomenon of contradiction and competition between a 
and 8 in children between 4 and 7 years of age. The effect of competi- 
tion is an increase of activity over the cerebral cortex and a decrease of 
® activity. Of the children studied who are seven years old, 51.5 
per cent completed this kind of competition in the occipital region, 
but only 6.7 per cent in the temporal region. From 4 to 20 years the 
occipital rhythmic activity increases in frequency, but for children 
from 4 to 7 years old, the amplitude stands high with age; after the 
age of 8, the amplitude decreases with age. The vast majority of child- 
ren aged 4 to 7 show the phenomena of “dicrotic” and “multicrotic.” 
After the age of 8 the phenomena of “dicrotic” and “multicrotic” patterns 
decrease with age. 


In another study of the influence of mental activity (mental calcu- 
lation) on EEG in Ss of ages from 4 to 86, it was found that Ss between 
4 and 7 showed no EEG modification. However, after the age of 7 more 
and more EEG modifications were noted with the increase of age. The ® 
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waves were more frequently observed between 8 and 17 years of age, 
and diffuse «-blocking over the whole cortex was most marked in Ss 
from 18 to 60 years of age. Results showed that during mental activity 
a variety of patterns of EEG alterations existed and «-blocking was 
not the only concomitant of mental activity. EEG alterations, associated 
with mental calculations, were localized mainly in the temporal (mostly 
the left temporal) and frontal regions in Ss of different ages (Liu et al. 
1964a). Another study showed that there was a negative correlation 
between occipital «<-blocking and mental activity (Liu et al., 1964b). 


Some other studies were done to verify Piaget’s theory of cognitive 
development in Chinese children. It was found that Chinese children 
under 4 failed to carry out classification. Children 5 to 6 years of age 
showed a rudimentary ability to classify, but their classification was 
mainly on the perceptual level. Beyond 6 to 7 years the children showed 
a conceptual ability in classification. The turning point from perceptual 
to conceptual thinking was reflected in ability to classify and seemed to 
fall between the age of 5 and 6 (Wang, Liu, & Fan, 1964). In a study 
(Shen, 1962), many children 3 to 4 years could grasp the concept of 
number of a certain amount. 


Traditionally, Chinese education emphasizes the development of 
morality. This kind of tradition is carried over by Communist China 
with emphasis on the development of moral judgment in terms of Com- 
munist moral principles. Most of the studies dealing with moral judg- 
ment and behavior use a combination of various techniques such as 
questionnaires, personal interview, teacher’s rating, and _ situational 
assessment. In a study using the experimental method under natural 
conditions, it was found that lower grade pupils can apprehend, with 
correct guidance from the teacher, the meaning of discipline, and con- 
form to conscious discipline (He, Tu, Yu & Chia, 1962). In a study of 
motivational characteristics of moral behavior in children, question- 
naires were distributed to 297 pupils of 9 to 16 years to investigate their 
moral motivation under hypothetical and real situations. It was found 
that moral motivations of elementary school children are determined 
mainly by contradictions of environmental and inner factors reflected 
in their consciousness. Children in the 8d and 4th grades are aware of 
the social implications of their behavior, but their behavior is rarely 
motivated self-consciously. High school pupils can comprehend in a 
more systematic and generalized way the moral significance of their 
behavior (Li & Chou, 1964). 


INSTITUTES AND PROFESSIONAL ASSOCIATIONS 
AND JOURNALS 


When the Communists took over mainland China, many psycholo- 
gists who worked in various universities and research institutes left the 
mainland to go to Hong Kong (such as the famous psychologist Zing- 
yang Kuo), Taiwan, and Western countries, and so the Chinese Com- 
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munist psychologists had to start all over again. According to Tsao’s ad- 
dress to the 1963 Annual Meeting of the Chinese Psychological Society: 
“Several years ago, only the Psychology Department of Peking Univer- 
sity produced professional psychologists and now, many teachers col- 
leges and normal universities have established departments of psy- 
chology. . . . It is to be noted that recently not only the educators, medi- 
cal specialists, and physiologists participated in psychological work, but 
also the mathematicians, physicists, and electricians [Tsao, 1964].” Be- 
Besides the universities, there is an Institute for Psychological Research 
under Academia Sinica. This institute publishes the Acta Psychologia 
Sinica four times a year. 


The Chinese Psychological Society is equivalent to the American 
Psychological Association. Until 1968 this society had 23 regional 
branches. In 1962 the CPS established the Committee of Educational 
Psychology and held its first meeting in Peking in February, 1962. In 
this meeting it was decided to launch a nation wide study of the growth 
and development of Chinese children. As a result, 75 per cent of 203 
papers presented to the 1963 annual meeting were in the fields of child 
psychology and educational psychology. 


Tsao’s address revealed a very interesting fact about the functions 
and activities of this society. In China it was traditionally the govern- 
ment’s role to set up an educational and curricular program for the uni- 
versities and schools, whereas the professional meetings of associations 
and societies only provided the opportunity for exchanging knowledge 
and making acquaintances. But this society in 1956 set up “Guidelines 
for Psychological Subjects.” These “guidelines,” according to the address, 
pointed out the directions for the development of studies in psychology. 
Since then, the Institute for Psychological Research has expanded in 
buildings and programs, the Central Research Institute for Educational 
Science has been initiated, and other teaching and research institutions 
of psychology have started to grow. In 1963 the new “Guidelines for 
Psychological Subjects” emphasized interdisciplinary research in psy- 
chology. The Guidelines called on all local teaching and research units 
to carry out the goals of the “great socialism” instead of the great society. 
It seems that the CPS in China is as influential as APA in the United 
States in promoting the development of psychology. 


As far as the professional journals are concerned, it appears that 
Acta Psychologia Sinica is the journal of the CPS published by the In- 
stitute for Psychological Research and can be ordered through the local 
post office in mainland China. In 1965 the CPS published News Letters 
of Psychological Science (the writer’s translation) to introduce the de- 
velopment of psychology in China and abroad. Another publication, the 
Psychological Translation Bulletin (the writer’s translation), has been 
translating foreign psychological research for a number of years. The 
above are journals directly related to psychology; other journals, such 
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as New Establishment, Scholastic Research Monograph of Educational 
Psychology also publish psychological studies. 


SUMMARY 


Psychology seems to be primarily a branch of social science, rather 
than a pure science in Communist China; its function is political and 
educational. From the articles published in the psychological journals, 
it seems that the researchers try to seek a psychological basis of com- 
munism. 


The Chinese Communist psychologists do raise some questions 
about American psychology. Are the American psychological theories 
influenced by bourgeois ideology such as individualism? Is American 
social psychology highly biased in favor of capitalism? The American 
psychologists mav not be aware of these kinds of questions. It is said 
that understanding others helps us to understand ourselves. If so, more 
efforts should be made to promote the understanding of Communist 


psychology. 
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